


 

   

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Chapter 4: The Project Area’s Environment 

pattern with an 18 percent increase in employment between 2000 and 2010 
on the Eastside and a 7 percent increase in Seattle. Because of this growth, 
traffic on the Lake Washington bridges is now heavy in both directions 
throughout the day. On SR 520, traffic volumes have been virtually equal in 
both directions since the late 1980s. In fact, since 1993, peak afternoon 
traffic volumes have been slightly higher westbound than eastbound. 

What is traffic like on SR 520 today? 

Many factors influence traffic congestion on SR 520, including traffic 
operations on I-5, I-405, and on- and off-ramp traffic along SR 520 itself. 
SR 520 often becomes congested when there are backups on I-5 through 
downtown Seattle and on I-405 in Bellevue at the ramps to and from 
SR 520. Congestion caused by unpredictable incidents such as traffic 
accidents or stalled vehicles can last for several hours, both in the morning 
and the afternoon. Exhibit 4.1-1 shows eastbound and westbound crash 
rates, including the nature of the accidents, along SR 520, I-5 to Medina 
project. The highest crash rates were between I-5 and the 24th Avenue East 
overpass of SR 520 (in both directions). This is likely due to the congested 
conditions, since 83 percent of the eastbound crashes and 86 percent of the 
westbound crashes are congestion-related (rear-end and sideswipe crashes) 
along this section. 

What is traffic like at interchanges in the study area? 

The study area interchanges (SR 520/Montlake, SR 520/Roanoke, I-5/NE 
45th Street, I-5/Mercer Street, and I-5/Stewart Street) are congested during 
the morning and evening peak commute hours. During these times, 
travelers on local streets encounter congestion that is related in part to 
freeway congestion. However, other factors not related to the freeway 
affect local traffic operations, including intersection configuration, signal 
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Chapter 4: The Project Area’s Environment 

timing, and intersection spacing. The causes for congestion in the Montlake 
Boulevard interchange area are discussed in more detail below since the 
project would affect traffic mostly within this area. The existing areas of 
congestion along Montlake Boulevard are shown on Exhibit 4.1-2 and 
discussed below. 

SR 520 Eastbound On-ramp 
During the morning peak period, eastbound SR 520 in Seattle is congested, 
limiting how much traffic can enter from the SR 520 on-ramps. On-ramp 
traffic can back up beyond the ramp and onto local streets, such as 
Montlake Boulevard and Lake Washington Boulevard. Traffic congestion 
on Montlake Boulevard southbound can extend back across the 
Montlake Bridge. During the evening peak period, congestion on Montlake 
Boulevard can extend as far north as 25th Avenue NE. 

U-Turn at Hamlin Street 
Drivers traveling northbound on Montlake Boulevard who want to access 
SR 520 westbound must make a U-turn at the Montlake Boulevard/East 
Hamlin Street intersection. These vehicles often spill out of the U-turn 
pocket and block the inside northbound lane on Montlake Boulevard, 
constraining through traffic to a single lane. This, in turn, affects traffic 
exiting the eastbound off-ramp and other intersections to the south. 

SR 520 Westbound Off-ramp 
Some drivers use the SR 520 westbound off-ramp to travel southbound on 
Montlake Boulevard. These drivers stop at the end of the westbound off­
ramp to wait for a gap in traffic to cross the two northbound through lanes 
so that they can make a U-turn at Hamlin Street. Accommodating this 
movement worsens northbound congestion and introduces a safety issue. 

Montlake Bridge 
Montlake Bridge openings also affect traffic flow in the Montlake 
interchange area. The bridge does not open during the morning and 
afternoon peak periods; however, a bridge opening at 3:30 p.m. can affect 
traffic operations throughout the afternoon commute. The effects of bridge 
openings compound whatever congestion is present on the local street 
network and can cause traffic on the SR 520 westbound and eastbound off-
ramps to back up onto the SR 520 main line. This same congestion can 
extend back far enough to affect traffic on I-5.  

During a typical summer weekday, the bridge opens an average of 8 times a 
day. Bridge openings typically last 5 minutes, but can extend up to 
6 minutes. Longer bridge openings closer to the afternoon commute period 
can negatively affect traffic flow for a considerable portion of the commute 
period. In addition to slowing general-purpose traffic, these delays make it 
difficult for bus drivers to keep to their schedules, affecting transit system 
reliability. 

Montlake Bridge Openings 
In 2008, nearly 50 percent of the weekday 
Montlake Bridge openings occurred between 
10:00 a.m. and 3:30 p.m.. Weekday 
openings represented about 55 percent of 
the total bridge openings. 

The bridge is closed to boat traffic during 
weekday peak traffic periods of 7:00-10:00 
a.m. and 3:30-7:00 p.m. (September 1 – 
April 30) and 7:00-9:00 a.m. and 3:30-6:30 
p.m. (April 30 –September 1) (33 CFR 
117.1051). 

In 2008, there was an average of 6 openings 
per weekday, but during the peak months of 
June, July, and August there was an 
average of 8 openings per weekday. 

The bridge typically remains open for about 
5 minutes. Transit delays occur due to the 
bridge openings. 60 percent of affected 
routes are local and 40 percent are routes 
using SR 520. 
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Chapter 4: The Project Area’s Environment 

How does transit operate in the corridor today? 

Currently, 23 bus routes use the Evergreen Point Bridge—18 King County 
Metro routes, 4 Sound Transit Regional Express routes, and 1 route 
operated by Snohomish County Community Transit. Fourteen of these 
routes connect Eastside communities to downtown Seattle; five routes 
connect to the University District and four connect to north Seattle. 
Exhibit 4.1-3 shows existing Metro and Sound Transit transit ridership and 
destinations across the Evergreen Point Bridge. As shown, most riders are 
destined for downtown Seattle. Metro and Sound Transit currently provide 
approximately 600 bus trips across the Evergreen Point Bridge on an 
average weekday, serving almost 16,000 riders.  

Traffic on Montlake Bridge 

During the morning peak period (6:00-9:00 a.m.) there are approximately 
122 westbound and 56 eastbound bus trips carrying 3,300 and 1,400 riders, 
respectively, across SR 520. Eight routes provide eastbound morning peak 
service across SR 520. 

During the afternoon peak period, transit travel patterns reverse with more 
buses traveling eastbound than westbound and with passenger volumes 
typically spread out over longer periods. There are approximately 
52 westbound and 117 eastbound bus trips carrying 1,400 and 3,000 riders, 
respectively, across SR 520. Eastbound bus near Montlake Transit �

Station� 
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Chapter 4: The Project Area’s Environment 

Individual routes crossing the Evergreen Point Bridge reach a frequency of 
one bus every 7 minutes during peak periods, with midday service provided 
at 15- to 30-minute frequencies. 

In addition to Metro and Sound Transit service, Microsoft uses SR 520 for 
its Microsoft Connector shuttle service, which provides service for 
Microsoft employees commuting between Microsoft and Seattle, Bothell, 
Mill Creek, Issaquah, Woodinville, and Sammamish. 

Traffic congestion along the SR 520 corridor results in widely varying 
transit travel times in both directions throughout much of the day 
(Table 4.1-1). This high variability means that transit riders needing to keep 
a regular schedule must plan for the worst conditions and expect a relatively 
long travel time. The variability also makes transferring between routes and 
services difficult and adds to the cost of providing bus service. 

Table 4.1-1. Range of Existing Bus Travel Times between NE 
51st Street in Redmond and the Montlake Freeway Transit Station in 
Seattle 

Direction of Travel Mornings Evenings 

Westbound 10 to 30 minutes 10 to 55 minutes 

Eastbound 10 to 30 minutes 10 to 30 minutes 

What transit facilities and services are on or near 
SR 520 today? 

Exhibit 4.1-4 shows the existing transit facilities in the Montlake area. 
Between I-5 and the floating bridge, there is only one freeway station on 
SR 520, located at the Montlake interchange in Seattle.  

Montlake Freeway Transit Station 

The Montlake Freeway Transit Station consists of eastbound and 
westbound bus platforms and shelters on the shoulders of SR 520 near the 
Montlake interchange. Bus riders access the eastbound platform via stairs 
on the Montlake overpass, while passengers using the westbound platform 
use a walkway from Montlake Boulevard. 

The Montlake Freeway Transit Station has the second highest usage of all 
of the freeway stations in the SR 520 corridor, with approximately 
1,600 riders per day in 2009 (King County Metro 2007). Exhibit 4.1-5 
summarizes westbound and eastbound daily and peak period use of the 
Montlake Freeway Transit Station. 

Montlake Freeway Transit Station 
The Montlake Freeway Station under 
Montlake Boulevard allows bus riders to 
connect to several routes for many 
destinations, both at the Montlake Freeway 
Transit Station and at local bus stops on or 
near the Montlake Overpass. Bus riders also 
access the Montlake, University and other 
neighborhoods from the Montlake Freeway 
Transit Station. 
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Chapter 4: The Project Area’s Environment 

In the morning, the eastbound station serves approximately 220 passenger 
boardings and 40 passenger offloadings over a 3-hour period. 
Approximately 90 percent of these people are traveling to work. 
Approximately 60 percent of these people arrive by bus while another 
20 percent arrive by bicycle (EnviroIssues 2005). At the freeway transit 
station, they transfer to SR 520 express buses for the trip to the Overlake 
area or other Eastside destinations. 

The westbound station serves approximately 50 passenger boardings and 
130 passenger offloadings over a 3-hour period. The offloadings represent 
Eastside residents that either transfer to local buses, or walk/bike across the 
Montlake Bridge to the University of Washington campus (EnviroIssues 
2005). 

The Montlake Freeway Transit Station is the busiest stop in the entire 
transit system for loading and unloading bicycles with 300 bike rack uses 
daily. Bicyclists who commute three or more days per week may park their 
bicycles in one of 54 reserved King County Metro locker spaces at the 
Montlake Freeway stop on the north side of the bridge. This bicycle locker 
provides the largest number of spaces in the King County Metro system. 
There are currently 42 people on the waitlist. A King County Metro bicycle 

Bus with a Bike Rack 
Bicyclists wishing to cross the lake via 
SR 520 must board a bus equipped with a 
bicycle rack. 
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